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In an unprecedented move, Mexico's highest court (Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion, SCJN)
has ordered the state- run oil company PEMEX and its subsidiary Pemex Exploracion y Produccion
to pay an undetermined fine for failing to prevent an oil spill in Tabasco state during 2002. PEMEX
officials did not dispute their responsibility for the oil spill but appealed the fine on the grounds that
environmental inspectors did not have a court warrant to conduct an inspection at the site of the
spill, near Huimanguillo. The site is in the interior of the state near the border with Chiapas. The
SCJN ruled that a warrant was not necessary in this case because the inspection was a legitimate
function of environmental authorities.
In making its case, the Procuraduria Federal de Proteccion al Medio Ambiente (PROFEPA)
emphasized that the agency was not conducting a witch-hunt against the oil company because
PEMEX has earned a passing grade from PROFEPA during inspections at most of its facilities.
During the period between August 1992 and December 2002, PROFEPA only shut down 21 PEMEX
facilities out of 3,392 inspections. Minor infractions were discovered and corrected in 2,502 cases
during the period.
Still, the Huimanguillo case is only one example of the aggressive stance taken by PROFEPA to force
PEMEX to comply with environmental regulations. In November 2002, PROFEPA filed a lawsuit
against the company for ignoring its order to remove the highly toxic carcinogen polychlorinated
biphenyl (PCB) from its warehouses in Veracruz state. PROFEPA's suit, filed in July 2002, accused
PEMEX and the state-run electrical utility Compania Luz y Fuerza del Centro of mishandling and
improperly storing PCBs and other toxic material in Veracruz and Tampico states (see SourceMex,
2002- 07-24).
In Mexico, PCBs have been used primarily to conduct electricity, especially by the country's
electrical utility's, the Mexico City subway system, and PEMEX. The highly toxic substance is being
phased out at the global level, with Mexico totally eliminating its usage by 2008. After intense
pressure from PROFEPA and several environmental organizations, PEMEX finally agreed to ship the
wastes in Veracruz state to Houston to be processed by US company Ethyl Corporation. The federal
code stipulates that PEMEX will also be obligated to pay a fine as high as 126,000 pesos (US$11,710)
for the improper storage of the material.

A poor environmental record in Tabasco
The state-run oil company has run into trouble for other spills in Tabasco state. A study conducted
by the Comision Interinstitucional para el Medio Ambiente y Desarrollo Social (CIMADES)
said PEMEX activities including spills, exploration operations, and equipment tests damaged
more than 7,000 families in eight municipalities in the state between 1995 and 2001. Most of the
affected residents live near Huimanguillo, Cunduacan, and Jalpa de Mendez in the interior of the
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state. Many complaints against PEMEX have involved the company's exploration practices and
maintenance operations, both of which rely on dynamite and other explosives.
CIMADES said PEMEX engineers often use explosions to test gas pipeline for corrosion. The
explosions are seldom accompanied by fire, but cause sufficiently strong vibrations to damage the
homes of nearby residents. While some Tabasco residents have learned to live with the vibrations,
others are up in arms about the spills caused by PEMEX.
In December 2002, a coalition of 800 campesinos threatened to block access to PEMEX installations
near Cunduacan unless the oil company agreed to pay 80 million pesos (US$7.43 million) to local
residents for damages caused by a leakage. The residents, who have gained the support of the
Comision Nacional de Agua and CIMADES, said the spill caused severe damage to 10,000 hectares
of agricultural land and watersheds in the area.
Other residents complain that PEMEX has failed to maintain some of its abandoned facilities in
Tabasco, which still carry dangerous residues. "I have managed to block an abandoned well that
was leaking on my property," a resident of Jalpa de Mendez told the Mexico City daily newspaper
Reforma. The resident said PEMEX has many facilities that are not active but which still carry
dangerous fuel residues.

PEMEX activities called to task in other areas
The oil company has also angered indigenous communities in other states. In September 2000, the
Union de Comunidades Indigenas de la Zona Norte del Istmo (UCIZONI) said PEMEX would no
longer have access to roads running through its communal farms in Oaxaca until repairs were made
to the Teapa- Salina Cruz pipeline. The indigenous organizations accused PEMEX of offering a
"limited and vague reply" to their requests for repairs. Also at issue here is whether the Mexican
government is meeting its commitment to compensate local communities for extracting oil from
their lands. "We are bothered that PEMEX has failed to meet its commitment from two years ago to
build classrooms, athletic fields, community centers, and clinics,"
UCIZONI president Rosalino Castro Juan told the Mexico City daily newspaper La Jornada.
Environmental organizations have also called PEMEX's environmental practices into question. In
March 1997, Greenpeace Mexico issued a scathing report blaming PEMEX for significant pollution
problems at drilling sites on the Gulf of Mexico (see SourceMex, 1997-04-02). The report said one
of the greatest sources of contamination in the coastal areas near Mexico is oil spills originating
at drilling platforms no longer used by PEMEX. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in this article are
based on the Interbank rate in effect on April 9, reported at 10.76 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources: El
Financiero, 10/01/02; Reforma, 10/08/02; CNI en Linea, Reuters, 11/03/02; El Universal, 09/24/02,
10/08/02, 11/04/02; The News, 11/05/02; La Jornada, 09/27/02, 12/05/02; Associated Press, Notimex,
03/23/03; Spanish news service EFE, Boletin de Prensa de la PROFEPA, 03/31/03)
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